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It is very important for ESL teachers to teach and provide feedback about their students’ performances in 
directed writing, summary writing and essay writing, which are given in the secondary school exit 
examination in Malaysia. This paper looks into how three ESL teachers assessed essay writing after teaching 
their students to write. An observation of how these teachers gave feedback to their students after assessing 
their writing was conducted.  Each of the teachers was given one of these scoring methods to assess their 
students’ writing: holistic scoring method, analytic scoring method and primary trait scoring method. It was 
found that each scoring method provided a different basis for giving feedback to the students. This is because 
each scoring method looks at different aspects of the students’ writing performance. This paper discusses the 
differences found in the feedback lessons given by these three ESL teachers.  
Keywords: assessment, feedback, primary trait scoring method, holistic scoring method, analytic scoring 
method, essay writing 
 
1. Introduction 
Classroom-based assessment that was meant for the improvement of teachers’ teaching and students’ 
learning in writing performance should include feedback given by teachers about students’ performance. The 
feedback helps students to identify their strengths and weaknesses. As for the teachers, the feedback that they 
give to their students could help them to plan how to teach and to help their students to improve in learning. 
Thus to ensure that students benefit from their teachers’ teaching, they ought to be given feedback on their 
performance in writing.  
The feedback given by teachers can also provide benefits to parents who might want to monitor their 
children’s progress in learning. Hedge (2000:385) postulated that assessment procedures, which only yield 
scores or grades, do not adequately fulfill the needs of classroom-based assessment. There has to be 
comments written by teachers that not only indicate the strengths and weaknesses of the students’ writing but 
also assist students in monitoring their own progress and identifying specific language areas to develop 
further. 
 
2. Literature Review 
Feedback on students’ writings is important because it is an essential part of the teaching and learning 
process. Reid (1993:218) who referred to feedback as teachers’ responses defined it as any input from reader 
(teacher) to writer (students) that provides information for revision. She outlined three suggestions for 
effective feedback: (1) students should be able to comprehend (2) students should understand the response 
and know how to implement it and (3) students understand the response, implement it, and improve in their 
writings.  
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Brown, Race and Smith (1996:30-33) outlined 21 criteria for feedback to ensure that students get the 
most benefits from it. They believe that giving feedback is an important way to gear assessment so that 
maximum effect is achieved from the effort put into the teaching and learning process. Among the criteria 
given by them are that feedback should be positive, detailed, efficient, participative, realistic, fair, 
motivating, and honest. They also suggested that when teachers give feedback, they should not only give 
ticks but should also write comments that would motivate students. This is because ticking only could not 
give real feedback. Apart from that, they insisted that teachers should avoid marking crosses on their 
students’ work. This could result in negative feelings from students towards their teachers’ feedback.   
Feedback on test-taking processes typically includes observations of test takers as they take the test and 
various kinds of self-reports. To obtain feedback on test performance, test takers’ scores are collected for 
individual tasks, for individual parts, and for the test as a whole. These scores could be analysed statistically 
and could be used to help judge whether the test is providing the information it is designed to provide 
(Bachman and Palmer, 1996:237-239). There are several kinds of feedback with which teachers or test 
administrators or test users could make use of to provide information about students’ performance in 
language ability. Bachman and Palmer (1996) outlined two kinds of feedback in language testing: feedback 
on test takers’ language ability, and feedback on the testing procedure itself. Feedback on test takers’ 
language ability includes information on the extent to which the test tasks require the test takers to use 
components of language ability and topical knowledge. On the other hand, feedback on the testing procedure 
itself includes information on circumstances and events taking place during the test administration. 
Feedback could be obtained from several sources. One is to obtain information from test takers, test 
administrators, and test users during test administration. The test takers could provide feedback on their 
perceptions of and attitudes toward the test and test tasks, and on their performance. The test administrators 
could provide feedback on the degree to which the administration procedures are conducive to the test takers’ 
performing at their best. The test users could provide feedback on the usefulness of the scores with respect to 
their particular needs. It is important that the test users or test administrators make sure that feedback is given 
continuously so that there is room for improvement in teaching and learning.    
 
3. Methodology 
Naturalistic observations were conducted to investigate how the ESL teachers gave feedback lessons to 
their students after assessing their writings. Apart from observations, interview sessions were conducted with 
three ESL teachers involved in the classroom observations.  
During the observations, normal classroom procedures took place. The teachers’ and students’ activities 
and the time interval between their activities were recorded. Observer’s comments and impressions about 
these activities were also recorded in the tables. According to Rucker and Thomson (2003), “feedback occurs 
when the teacher (source) provides the student (receiver) with a response to an assignment (message)”. In the 
present study, three ESL teachers (source) were observed giving feedbacks to their ESL students (receiver) in 
their classrooms after assessing the students’ essays (message).  
Before the observations, all the teachers were told to make use of their assessments as a basis for 
teaching in their feedback lessons. The manner of how the feedback lessons were conducted depended on 
their teaching experience. The teachers were also informed of the observer’s expectations to get information 
about how they provided feedback to their students, and how their students responded to their feedback.  
Holistic Scoring Method 
Holistic scoring is normally used in large-scale writing assessment. Using the holistic scoring method, 
examiners or raters need not go into details like correcting grammatical errors. This scoring method solves 
the problem of time consuming marking in large-scale writing assessment.  Holistic scoring is achieved by 
reading a written text and then deciding on a general score based on a numerical scale ranging anywhere 
from 1-4 to 1-9. The numbers on the scale are often described briefly as specifications on the scoring 
descriptors. This kind of scoring method looks at the writing product generally. The examiners or raters 
N. B. Othman & C. S. Heng 
58 
 
assess and rank the writing products in a graded series. The examiners who rank the writing products are 
guided by a holistic scoring guide, which describes each feature and identifies high, middle and low quality 
levels for each feature. The marks given to the writing product are based on the rank levels decided by the 
raters (Cooper and Odell, 1977). 
Analytic Scoring Method 
The analytic scoring method made use of separate sub-scales, each assessing a different aspect of 
writing.  The aspects chosen in the scoring method, as suggested by Cohen (1994:317) were content, 
organisation, vocabulary, grammar, and mechanics.  
Primary Trait Scoring Method 
As suggested by Cohen (1994), the primary trait scoring methods concentrated on one criterion to make 
the rating scale fit the specific task at hand.   This kind of rating allowed teachers to concentrate on one 
aspect of the writing.  Weigle (2002: 110) proposed that the rating scale in the primary trait scoring method 
be defined by the specific writing assignment and essays be judged according to the degree of success with 
which the writer carried out the assignment.  
 
4. Results and Discussion 
Each of the ESL teachers came out with different learning activities for the feedback lessons after they 
had assessed their students’ written work. It was observed that all of them gave corrective feedback to their 
students. Satoko Yamamoto (2003:7) found that “corrective feedback was beneficial because it provided 
learners with opportunities to notice their linguistic problems and necessary exemplars. Yet, teachers as well 
as learners need to ensure that the effects of corrective feedback were maintained and increased by follow-up 
instructions, practice or exposure”.  Mounira El Tatawy (2002) who studied the role played by corrective 
feedback in Second Language Acquisition found that there were various terms in identifying errors and 
providing corrective feedback in the Second Language Acquisition literature, and the most common were 
corrective feedback, negative evidence and negative feedback. Because of possible confusion arising from 
the use of this terminology, she quoted several researchers’ definitions of corrective feedback. One of the 
researchers’ definitions that she quoted was from Chaudron (1988) who had pointed out that “treatment of 
error may simply refer to any teacher behaviour following an error that minimally attempts to inform the 
learner of the fact of error. The treatment may not be evident to the student in terms of the response it elicits, 
or it may make a significant effort to elicit a revised student response. There was the true correction which 
succeeds in modifying the learner’s inter-language rule so that the error was eliminated from further 
production”. Apart from the definition by Chaudron, Mounira also quoted Lightbown and Spada (1999) as 
saying that corrective feedback was “any indication to the learners that their use of the target language was 
incorrect. This includes various responses that the learnersreceive”.   
The term corrective feedback itself can be classified into several types. Researchers have identified six 
types of corrective feedback: explicit correction, recasts, clarification requests, meta-linguistic feedback, 
elicitation, and repetition (Satoko Yamamoto, 2003). The corrective feedbacks observed in the feedback 
lessons given by three ESL teachers in the present study are described here.  
Teacher A’s Feedback Lesson 
One type of corrective feedback, which was observed in Teacher A’s feedback lesson, was explicit 
correction (see Table 1). During this feedback lesson (see Table 1), she identified her students’ weaknesses 
in writing topic sentences and supporting details in essay writing. She asked her students to reproduce these 
sentences again during the feedback lesson. This was an explicit corrective feedback whereby the teacher 
asked her students to produce the correct form of sentences. This kind of corrective feedback generated 
repair among students as the teacher required the students to produce the correct form of sentences on their 
own.  
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Teacher B’s Feedback Lesson  
Teacher B who used the analytic scoring method gave the clarification request type of corrective 
feedback in her lesson (see Table 2). Teacher B gave a clarification of how she had assessed her students’ 
written work by using the analytic scoring method. She explained the advantages of using the analytic 
scoring method to assess summary writing and encouraged her students to request for clarification.      
Teacher C’s Feedback Lessons 
Teacher C gave the meta-linguistic and the recast type of corrective feedback (see Table 3). She 
highlighted her students’ errors in writing and explained the symbols she had used to highlight the errors. 
She provided the meta-language that referred to the correct versions of the errors. Towards the end of her 
lesson, she picked some sentences written by her students that involved subject-verb agreement. She wrote 
down the corrected versions of these sentences. Teacher C explained to her students that she used the 
primary trait scoring method to assess their essays. A few good students who were not satisfied with their 
marks asked her why she did not use the scoring method for the secondary school exit examination that was 
normally used by the English teachers in the schools. Teacher C, who was earlier briefed on the classroom 
assessment, explained that she used the primary trait scoring method to help her students improve in writing 
the content of essays. She also explained that being good in grammar alone could not help them to score in 
essays if the content was not focused on the topic given. The students’ attitude in this feedback lesson 
indicated that they were exam-oriented. It was difficult for the ESL teachers to divert their students’ attention 
from the standardised examinations. However, Teacher C made an effort to do so.      
The three teachers observed agreed that the feedback lessons given after assessing their students’ work 
were necessary to improve students’ learning. Teacher B and Teacher C  who assessed the essays by using 
the analytic scoring method and the primary trait scoring method respectively, both believed that they could 
help their students to learn better by helping them to identify their weaknesses during the feedback lessons. 





















That’s good. And how about giving feedback in the 
class after correcting your students’ work? How do you 
describe it?  
 
Feedback lessons? Oh…. That is a must. Aaaa…. I 
always discuss with my students after correcting their 
work, either in class or in the staff-room. I guess that is 
feedback too, right? 
 
Yes. So please describe. Elaborate more on that. 
 
Hmmm.  Let me see.. I focus on my students’ 
weaknesses in writing. During feedback lessons, I 
highlighted these weaknesses and give them the correct 
versions. Aaa…. So my students know the correct 
versions of their original work. Well….. aaa… I think 
they learn better this way.  
 
I see. Good. Thank you very much.     
 
Teacher C who shared the same opinion with Teacher B about feedback lessons said: 
 
Researcher: Okay. And how about the feedback lessons that you gave 












Teacher C : 
to your students after assessing their written work? Do 
you find that useful for your students? 
 
Oh yes! Very useful. In fact hmmm… I think it should 
be made compulsory for all teachers to give feedback 
after correcting their students’ work. 
 
Can you describe why you say it’s useful? 
 
Well, ahhh…. You see, the students learn better after 
identifying their strengths and weaknesses that I pointed 
out during the feedback lessons. They do corrections 
because I insist that they do. And if I do that kind of 
feedback often they will not repeat their errors anymore. 
 
Even though Teacher C mentioned in the dialogue above that “the students learn better after identifying 
their strengths and weaknesses that I pointed out during the feedback lessons”, she had actually focused on 
her students’ weaknesses during her feedback lessons. Like the other teachers who were observed in this 
study, they were more concerned with their students’ weaknesses and made use of their students’ weaknesses 
to give corrective feedback.   
Teacher B did not give scores to their students’ essays, which made her different from the other two 



















How do you assess your students’ written work? 
 
I do not like to assess them just in terms of marks. In 
continuous writing..what I would like the focus to be is 
the structure, idea, organisation..and then taking note of 
my comments. 
 
Is it because you do not want them to be frustrated 
when they know their marks? 
 
Yeah..that is part of it. I do not want to assess them 
too…strict. 
 
How do they know their performance without getting 
marks? 
 
Ahh…if they are very bad..normally I’ll call them 
personally..then tell them. So they know where there 
are..where they stand. Unfortunately not many students 
take the advantage to come and see me. 
 
5. Conclusion 
All teachers who were observed, while giving feedback lessons, were able to make use of their 
assessments to provide corrective feedback to their students. Regardless of the different scoring methods that 
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they used, they were able to teach their students based on their assessments. It showed again that training has 
an effect on the manner of using an assessment system on giving feedback.    
The observations on the feedback lessons as reported in this paper did not show that any scoring method 
was better than the other in providing a basis for teaching. Issues of scoring were clarified to the students 
when all three teachers explained the descriptors in the scoring methods that they used on their students. 
They did not only displayed the scoring methods to their students in the classrooms, but they also explained 
to their students the reasons they had used the scoring methods. The way these teachers clarified the issues 
supported the suggestion given by Ward and Murray (1999:153) who said that “in preparing students for a 
performance or production task, the teacher should discuss the scoring methods or rubrics with the students”.  
 
References 
Brown, S., Race, P. and Smith, B. (1996).500 Tips on Assessment. London: Kogan Page Limited. 
Bachman, L.F. and Palmer, A.S. (1996).Language Testing in Practice: Designing and Developing Useful 
Language Tests. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Cohen, A.D. (1994). Assessing Language Ability in the Classroom. 2
nd
 Ed. Wadsworth: Heinle and Heinle 
Publishers. 
Cooper, C.R. and Odell, L. (1977).Evaluating Writing: Describing, Measuring, Judging. Buffalo: National 
Council of Teachers of English. 
Hedge, T. (2000). Teaching and Learning in the Language Classroom. Oxford: Oxford University Press. 
Mounira El Tatawy (2002). Corrective Feedback in Second Language Acquisition in Memoriam in TESOL 
& Linguistics, Teachers College, Columbia University, Vol. 2/Issue 2., retrieved from: 
http://www.tc.columbia.edu/tesolalalwebjournal on the 9th January 2004.  
Normah binti Othman (2004).“ESL Teachers’ Assessment of Essay Writing” in ELT Matters 1 – Issues in 
English Language Learning and Teaching (JayakaranMukundan ,DzeelfaZainal 
Abidin and Aziz Hussin ((Editors)), Universiti Putra Malaysia Press) 
Normah binti Othman (2006). Assessment of Direct Writing in ESL Classrooms in Selected Malaysian 
Secondary Schools. Ph.D Thesis. Universiti Putra Malaysia. 
Normah binti Othman (2009). Teaching and Assessing Three Types of Direct Writing in Malaysian ESL 
Classrooms – A Survey of ESL Teachers’ Opinions. In English Language Journal Vol. 3 2009 ISSN 
1823-6820. TanjongMalim: UniversitiPendidikan Sultan Idris Press. 
Normah binti Othman (2010). Assessment of Direct Writing in Malaysian Secondary Schools. Kuantan: 
Universiti Malaysia Pahang  
Reid, J.M. (1993). Teaching ESL Writing. USA: Prentice Hall Regents. 
Rucker, M.L. and Thomson, S. (2003). Assessing student learning outcomes: An Investigation of the 
relationship among feedback measuresin College Student Journal. Mobile: Vol. 37, Iss 3: pg. 400. 
Satoko Yamamoto (2003). Can Corrective Feedback bring about Substantial Changes in the Learner 
Interlanguage System? Essay in TESOL & Linguistics, Teachers College, Columbia University, Vol 
3/Issue 2, Retrieved on 9
th
 Sept 2004 from: http://www.tc.columbia.edu/tesolalalwebjournal  
Ward, A.W. and Murray, M. (1999). Assessment in the Classroom. Belmont: Wadsworth Publishing 
Company. 
Weigle, S.C. (2002). Assessing Writing. (Series Editors: Alderson, J.C. and Bachman, L.F.) Cambridge: 
Cambridge University Press. 
 




Table 1: Teacher A’s Feedback Lesson 
(Teaching and Assessing Essays using the Holistic Scoring Method) 








































Teacher A returned the essays to her students. 
She pasted on the blackboard a manila card, 
on which was written the holistic scoring 
method. She explained how she assessed her 
students’ writing using the holistic scoring 
method. 
 
She pointed out the students’ weaknesses in 
writing out topic sentences and supporting 
details in each paragraph. She asked the 
students to write the essay again. This time 
she wanted all the students to focus their 
writing on describing the Langkawi Island as 






She asked the students to get into groups of 
four. She gave each group some write-up 
about the Langkawi Island and asked each 
group to write a paragraph with a topic 
sentence and a few supporting details. She 
guided them while they were writing. 
 
She asked the representatives of all the groups 
to present their work in front of the class. 
 
She asked her students to get back to their 
original seats and to take out their exercise 
books. She asked them to write the essay by 
referring to the points given by each group 





End of lesson 
This teacher always 
reminds her students about 





The teacher had discovered 
that the students were still 
not good at writing topic 
sentence and supporting 
details on their own. So 
this time she focused on 
one topic and guided the 
students on how to write 
topic sentences and 
supporting details in each 
paragraph. 
 
The students seemed to 






Each group seemed to 
present good ideas. 
 
All students did the same 
form of corrections. They 
referred to the same points 
to write. Students 
continued to write until the 
end of lesson. Their 
teacher facilitated them. 
(This is a double period 
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Table 2: Teacher B’s Feedback Lesson 
(Teaching and Assessing Essays using the Analytic Scoring Method) 
 






































The teacher pasted on the blackboard three pieces of 
pictures drawn by three different people. She asked 
the students to give marks to the three pictures and 
asked them to decide which one was the best. She 
asked the students to give reasons why they gave 
the best marks to one particular picture. Then she 
told them that she too had reasons why she gave 
good comments to certain essays written by them 
and why she did not give good comments to certain 
essays written by them.  
 
She pasted the analytic scoring method on the 
blackboard and explained how she assessed her 
students’ essays. She distributed some samples of 
good essays written by some of the students and 
explained why she gave good comments to the 
essays. 
 
She pasted on the blackboard a manila card on 
which was written some symbols she used to assess 
her students’ essays, for example, “G” for errors in 
grammar. 
 
She returned the students’ essays and asked them to 
do corrections based on the comments she gave on 
their essays. Students did the corrections in the class 
and the teacher supervised them and gave guidance 
where necessary. 
 
The teacher chose a few students’ corrections and 
discussed with the class. The teacher ended the 
lesson by asking her students to read aloud a few 
corrected versions of sentences that she wrote on 
the blackboard. 
 
End of lesson 














and then gave 
feedback about her 
students’ 
performance. She 
did not focus on 
any particular 
aspect of the 
students’ 
weaknesses during 
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Table 3: Teacher C’s Feedback Lesson 
(Teaching and Assessing Essays using the Primary Trait Scoring Method) 















































The teacher started her lesson by returning the 
students’ essays that she had already assessed using 
the primary trait scoring method. She asked the 
students whether they were satisfied with the marks 
that they got. Many students admitted that they were 
not satisfied. 
 
She explained how she assessed the students’ essays. 
She wrote down on the blackboard the symbols she 
used to identify the students’ grammatical errors. She 
told the students that they did not get good marks 
because the content of their writing was not focused 
on description. She pointed out that a few of the 
students’ writing were good in grammar but the 
content was not focused on description as required by 
the scoring rubrics. She explained that she could not 
give good marks to those writings. 
 
She pasted the primary trait scoring method on the 
blackboard and explained the rubrics of the scoring 
method that required the students to focus their 
writing on a clear description. 
 
 
She pasted on the blackboard a manila card on which 
was written symbols that she used to assess her 
students’ essays, for example, “G” for errors in 
grammar. After explaining the symbols, she opened 
the class to discussion and asked if the students had 
anything to ask her. A few students asked about the 
symbols that they got in their essays. The teacher 
answered the questions to the whole class. At times 
she went to the students and answered their questions 
individually. 
 
She told the students that they were very weak with 
subject-verb agreement in their essays. She pasted on 
the blackboard a manila card on which was written 
some sentences with the correct use of subject-verb 
agreement. She tested her students’ understanding by 
asking them to volunteer to give sentences with 
correct use of subject-verb agreement. 
 
She adjourned the class early because there was an 
announcement for all the students to assemble at the 
hall. 
The good students seemed 






This is an elicitation type 
of corrective feedback, 
whereby the teacher 
provided the correct form 
explicitly by indicating 
that what the students 





A few students asked the 
reason why the teacher 
did not use the scoring 
method for SPM 
Examination. 
 
A few students copied the 
symbols into their 
exercise books. When 
asked why they copied the 
symbols, they said that the 
symbols would guide 





After assessment the 
teacher identified the 
students’ weakness in 
subject-verb agreement 
and focused her lesson on 
teaching this aspect so 
that the students could 
improve themselves. 
 
